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future a serious effort towards the reduction of expenditure, the 1906-1906
repayment of debt, and a readjustment of the incidence of taxation. ge
As an instalment he took off the vexatious shilling a ton tax on
exported coal, reduced the tea tax from 6d. to 5d. per pound, and
made a small reduction in the duty on tobacco " strips " and added
half a million to the sinking fund. Speaking in the manner of the
time he issued a grave warning about the growth of expenditure and
debt. The total expenditure of the nation had now reached
£144,000,000, and the debt (owing to the South African war) had
increased by £150,000,000 since the year 1899. The Supply Services
(i.e. Army, Navy, and Civil Service) were no less than £111,000,000,
" a gigantic, and in my opinion an excessive sum." As a beginning of
economy, he announced a reduction of £1,500,000 in Naval expen-
diture, which had stood at £33,389,000 in the previous year—an
intimation which caused much perturbation at the Admiralty, and
was the forerunner of many crises in that Department. In the mean-
time he appointed a strong Select Committee to explore the possi-
bilities of graduation and differentiation in the Income Tax for
action in the following year.
Judged by the standards of present expenditure, both the figures
and the comments have a pleasant flavour of days beyond recall,
but Asquith was judged to have done all that was possible in a short
time, and his speech, which departed from the hallowed traditions of
Budget day in being comparatively brief and compact, was much
applauded. For the moment rich persons and wealthy interests
which had feared the worst since the radical upheaval breathed
again, and said that the Treasury at least was in safe hands. But
the Budget being over, finance was the least part of Asquith's
activities during this year. From now onwards to the end of the
session in the third -week of December the Government was engaged
in a continuous and exhausting effort to get its three principal
measures, its Education Bill, its Plural Voting Bill, and its Trade
Disputes Bill, through the House of Commons, and before the end
of the year was embarked on the struggle with the House of Lords
which was to last continuously for the subsequent five years. On
all these questions Asquith was called upon to play a leading part,
and his interventions on critical occasions more than ever confirmed
his reputation as the most formidable debater in the House.
Campbell-Bannerman called him the "sledge-hammer," and on
critical occasions when Asquith happened not to be in the House, he
used to say to the Whips, " send for the sledge-hammer."

